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To Marjory Robinson,
one of the rare people
whose love of books and reading
touched many lives


CHAPTER ONE

INSPECTOR GERALD WITHERSPOON clasped his handkerchief to his nose and sneezed. He flinched as the undignified noise echoed off the silent walls of St Thomas Hospital.

‘Bless you, sir,’ Constable Barnes said kindly. He smiled sympathetically at the inspector and edged closer to the sheet-shrouded body lying on the table. ‘Now I expect you’ll be wanting to examine the victim.’

‘Ah . . . ah . . . choo.’ Witherspoon sneezed again. ‘Oh drat. This cold is dreadful,’ he complained. ‘I really should be home in bed, not standing about a chilly hospital mortuary. It’ll be a wonder if I don’t catch my death in here.’

‘Yes, sir, I’m sure you’re right. But unfortunately you’ve not got much choice in the matter. If you’d have a look at the deceased, sir.’ Barnes reached for the edge of the sheet.

‘Spring colds are the worst,’ the inspector continued, ignoring the constable’s attempts to get him to look at the body one second before he had to. ‘They hang on for ages. I seem to have spent the last two weeks coughing my head off and fighting off the chills.’

‘Makes you miserable, colds do,’ Barnes agreed with a cheerful smile. ‘Guess I’m one of the lucky ones. I never get them. Now, sir, if you’d just have a quick look at the deceased, we could get you out of here, back to the station and fix you up with a nice cuppa tea.’

Witherspoon wiped his watery eyes and noticed Barnes was watching him expectantly. He sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right. I best get this over with. One must do one’s duty.’ He broke off as another sneeze racked him. ‘Oh drat. Duty or not, I don’t see why I had to be called from my sickbed on this one. Why isn’t Inspector Nivens here? He was up for the next murder.’

‘Well, sir, there’s a bit of a problem with that.’ Barnes gave up trying to lift the sheet.

‘Problem?’ Witherspoon looked puzzled. ‘I don’t see why there’s a problem. There’s a murdered man lying here and Inspector Nivens was promised the next murder. I heard the chief tell him so myself. It was right after Nivens recovered Lady Spangler’s jewels. The Home Office was so grateful that Nivens managed to avert a scandal. I mean, after all, we all knew the jewels hadn’t really been stolen.’ He shook his head. ‘Women are such strange creatures, Constable. I don’t think I’ll ever understand them. Imagine giving all those valuables to that young bounder.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Barnes replied dryly, his craggy face set in lines of patience. ‘Lady Spangler was foolish, but she’s not the first to have her head turned by someone half her age. There’s plenty of men about who’ve done the same thing. But grateful as everyone was for Inspector Nivens’s discretion, there’s still a bit of a wrinkle in giving him this case.’ The constable gave up waiting for the inspector to make a move towards the corpse. Barnes’s feet were cold and he wanted a cup of tea, too. He decided to take matters into his own hands. He lunged at the sheet, tossed it back, and revealed the body before the inspector could witter on about his cold.

Witherspoon moaned and quickly closed his eyes. He really didn’t want to look. Bodies weren’t very nice. Even the tidy ones that weren’t drenched in blood were awful, and this one was a drowning. Or a shooting, or something equally wretched. He couldn’t quite remember exactly what Barnes had told him earlier. Gracious, it’s a wonder he could even remember his own name, considering how miserable he was.

‘This one isn’t too bad,’ Barnes murmured as he stared at the bloated corpse. ‘Not like that last one we had. Pity Nivens won’t get a crack at this case, but it can’t be helped. Nivens might be a suspect himself.’

‘What?’ The inspector’s eyes flew open.

The constable chuckled. ‘Only foolin’, sir. Of course Inspector Nivens isn’t really a suspect. But the reason he isn’t getting this one is because he knew the victim. Actually did business with the man, so to speak. The dead man’s name is Jake Randall. He’s American. He were found this morning floating in the Thames, and he weren’t going for a swim, either. He’s got a bullet in his chest.’

‘And you say Inspector Nivens did business with the deceased?’ Witherspoon asked curiously. He forced himself to look at the dead man and then wished he hadn’t.

The body was puffed, the skin a pale grey and the bullet hole in the man’s chest a dark gaping pit. Witherspoon quickly averted his eyes and silently thanked his lucky stars that at least with this cold his nose was so clogged up he couldn’t smell anything.

‘Not directly. Inspector Nivens owns stock in Randall’s mining company. He’s not a major shareholder, mind you. But he owns enough to make it a bit awkward for him to take the case. Name of the company is Randall and Watson.’

‘That’s not exactly doing business with the man,’ Witherspoon exclaimed. ‘I own shares in government bonds. That hardly means I’m doing business with Her Majesty.’

‘True.’ The constable took his helmet off, shook off the remaining drops of rainwater and then flicked a last few drops off his curly grey hair. ‘But then, Her Majesty is hardly bein’ accused of defrauding her investors.’

‘Oh dear.’ Witherspoon sighed. Behind the lenses of his spectacles, his clear blue-grey eyes narrowed in concern. ‘I take it that means that Mr Randall was suspected of defrauding his investors.’

Barnes shook his head slowly, his craggy face sombre. ‘That’s about the size of it, sir.’ He popped his helmet back on and adjusted the strap. ‘I got a bit of background information out of Inspector Nivens. He was called to the scene when they fished this bloke out of the river this morning. ‘Course, soon as the inspector saw who he was, he took himself off the case. That’s when the chief sent me round to get you.’

Witherspoon blew his nose so hard his bowler hat slipped forward onto his forehead. He pushed the hat firmly back into place over his thinning brown hair and cleared his throat. ‘What else did Inspector Nivens tell you?’

‘Not all that much, sir,’ Barnes admitted. ‘But he did say the victim was supposed to have met with the other stockholders in his company a couple of days ago. They had a meeting scheduled for Monday, March seventh. Randall never showed.’

‘Where did Mr Randall live?’

‘He had a set of rooms near Hyde Park. I’ve already sent someone round to speak to the landlady,’ Barnes said. ‘She said that Jake Randall moved out on the first of this month. Supposedly, he’s been living at a hotel since then. The landlady didn’t know which one it was, and Inspector Nivens didn’t know either.’

‘Hmmm . . .’ Witherspoon muttered. He closed his eyes briefly and tried to think of something to ask. ‘Er, perhaps we’d better send a few lads round the hotels and try and find which one the deceased was staying at.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Barnes coughed slightly. ‘I’ve already done that. I thought it might help us establish the last time the man was seen alive.’

‘Good work, Constable,’ Witherspoon replied. ‘I don’t suppose Dr Potter’s made any estimate as to how long the victim’s been dead?’

Barnes raised one shaggy grey eyebrow. ‘Hardly, sir. You know Dr Potter; the man won’t even tell you it’s daytime unless he looks outside first.’ He paused and glanced over his shoulder toward the door. Except for the body on the table, the small room was empty. ‘I hope you don’t mind, sir,’ Barnes said, dropping his voice to a whisper, ‘but I saw that young chap Dr Bosworth when they brought the body in, and I took the liberty of havin’ a quick word with him.’

Witherspoon wondered why Constable Barnes was whispering . . . or maybe his cold was so bad he was starting to lose his hearing. ‘Really. About what?’

‘About havin’ a look at the body, sir.’ Barnes raked the door with another furtive glance. ‘Remember on that case we had last year, sir. It were Dr Bosworth that found out the victim was pregnant, and that information helped us find out who killed her.’

Witherspoon stared at him in admiration. ‘Very good, Constable.’ Barnes was referring to a case where Dr Bosworth’s medical knowledge had shed a whole new light on the investigation. ‘And what did the doctor say?’

‘He didn’t have much time to look this morning,’ Barnes acknowledged. ‘The best he could come up with was an estimate on the time of death. Bosworth thinks Randall was probably shot on the evening of March the seventh. That’d make it two days ago.’

‘Oh dear.’ The inspector’s long nose wrinkled as he fought to hold back another sneeze. He struggled mightily for a few seconds and actually smiled as he realized he’d won. ‘Too bad he didn’t have time to give the victim a thorough examination.’

‘He’s going to have another go at it tomorrow afternoon,’ Barnes said quickly. ‘Dr Potter won’t be here then. He’ll have to be testifying at the inquest. He’s doing the autopsy in the morning. Dr Bosworth wanted to wait until after the bloke were sliced open before he started snoopin’ about. Claimed it would be easier that way. He’ll be able to have a right good look at the innards; said he’d be able to tell us quite a bit then.’

Witherspoon hoped he didn’t look as green as he felt. But really, Constable Barnes obviously had a strong stomach. ‘Er, excellent.’

The household at Upper Edmonton Gardens, home of Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, was in an uproar. Mrs Jeffries, the housekeeper, stared at the mutinous faces surrounding the kitchen table and sighed inwardly. ‘Really,’ she said calmly, ‘I don’t know what all the fuss is about.’

‘That’s easy for you to say,’ Mrs Goodge, the cook, said. ‘You’re not the one that’s going to have to try to feed this household on a pittance.’ She jabbed one plump red finger at the piece of notepaper lying in front of Mrs Jeffries. ‘You’ve got to talk to the inspector. This is daft. I don’t mind bein’ a bit frugal. But what he wants is ridiculous. And prices are going up all the time. What’s he expect me to do? Feed everyone fried bread instead of decent cuts of meat?’ Her chin bobbed up and down as she spoke, dislodging a tendril of white hair from under her cook’s hat.

‘And what about the coal supplies?’ Wiggins, the footman, interjected. He stared earnestly at the housekeeper, his round, placid face creased in worry. ‘This house don’t stay warm by itself, you know. We’ve got to keep the fires going or we’ll all freeze. It gets bloomin’ cold up in that attic. Even Fred notices it.’ He glanced down at the shaggy black-and-brown mongrel resting next to his chair. Fred, when he heard his name called, lifted his head and then settled back down to sleep.

‘Does this mean we’re goin’ to get our wages cut?’ Betsy, the maid, asked. Young, pretty, and with plenty of natural intelligence, she got right to the heart of what was really worrying all of them.

‘Of course it doesn’t mean you’re going to get your wages reduced,’ Mrs Jeffries assured them quickly. ‘The inspector merely wants us to trim the household expenses a bit, that’s all.’

‘I’m not cuttin’ back on the ’orses’ feed,’ Smythe, the coachman, added. He crossed his arms over his broad chest and leaned back in his seat. He was a big man, with dark brown hair and harsh, almost brutal features, save for a pair of twinkling brown eyes. His eyes weren’t twinkling now, though. ‘Just because the inspector don’t use Bow and Arrow all that much don’t mean they ain’t deservin’ the best.’

‘Please, calm down,’ Mrs Jeffries commanded. ‘You’re all jumping to conclusions much too quickly. All the inspector is saying is that we’ve got to cut back a bit on the household expenses. He’s not going to starve his horses, freeze his servants, or force us to eat bread and water.’ Her normally placid face creased in a frown, and her brown eyes narrowed in irritation. ‘Furthermore, I should think you’d all be a bit ashamed. Have you ever known the inspector to be unfair? Has he ever treated any of us with less than the utmost kindness?’

Smythe cleared his throat. ‘Uh, we didn’t mean no disrespect to the inspector,’ he said uneasily, ‘but you’ve got to admit it’s a bit of a worry. I mean, ’im all of a sudden comin’ up with this grand scheme to save a few pounds each month. We all knows how much we owes the inspector.’

Wiggins shoved a lock of dark brown hair off his forehead. ‘What’s this all about, then? What’s wrong? The inspector ain’t losin’ his position, is he?’

‘No,’ Mrs Jeffries replied firmly. She didn’t like making them feel guilty, but really, she had to do something. This discussion was getting completely out of hand. Besides, complaining about the inspector’s newest household management scheme wouldn’t do them a bit of good. It was far better to go along with his plan and let the inspector see the results of ‘cutting back’ himself. Mrs Jeffries was confident that within a very few weeks the household would be back to its normal routine. ‘The inspector isn’t losing his position, Wiggins,’ she said. ‘But – and I suppose it’s only fair you should know this – some of his investments aren’t doing all that well.’

‘Cor blimey.’ Wiggins shook his head. ‘That doesn’t sound good.’

‘Here now. I’m sorry about the inspector’s investments, but how on earth am I expected to entertain on this amount of money?’ Mrs Goodge asked. She jabbed her finger again at the dreaded piece of paper.

Mrs Jeffries stared at the cook in amazement. ‘Entertain? I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean. The inspector never entertains.’

‘I weren’t talkin’ about him,’ Mrs Goodge replied earnestly. She waved her arm around the table. ‘I was talkin’ about us. We’ve got Luty Belle and Hatchet comin’ by for tea tomorrow—’ She broke off and snatched a plate of cherry tarts out from under Wiggins’s fingers. ‘We’d best save these,’ she continued, ignoring the footman’s yelp of outrage. ‘These’ll do for tomorrow, and I can save the last of them currants for a batch of buns. Though goodness knows what I’ll do if we have to start helpin’ the inspector on one of his cases. I won’t be able to get anyone to tell me a bloomin’ thing if I don’t have some decent food to put on their stomachs.’

Mrs Jeffries sighed. She knew Mrs Goodge was referring to the fact that all of the servants at Upper Edmonton Gardens helped Inspector Witherspoon solve his most difficult murder cases. Naturally, the inspector had no idea whatsoever that he was getting any help. She smiled at the others. Despite their complaints, they were a devoted lot. They dashed all over London questioning servants, following suspects, and chasing after clues. And they did it all because they loved and admired their dear Inspector Witherspoon. And, of course, because they were all natural-born snoops. As Betsy once said, following suspects and ferreting out clues was a lot more interesting than changing bed sheets or polishing floors. Even Mrs Goodge, who rarely left the kitchen, did her fair share.

The cook had a virtual army of delivery boys, chimney sweeps, gas men, and fruit peddlers that she fed and watered. When they were on a case, Mrs Goodge could ferret out the most minute bits and pieces of gossip and information. No wonder she was in a mood, Mrs Jeffries thought. Without adequate supplies, she wouldn’t be able to contribute anything. And the housekeeper knew how important it was for the elderly woman to contribute as much as the rest of them.

Mrs Jeffries gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Goodge,’ she said confidently, ‘we’re not investigating anything at the moment, and perhaps by the time we are, the household will be back to normal.’

Mrs Goodge snorted. ‘Well, I certainly hope so.’

‘So do I,’ Betsy said. She jerked her chin towards the piece of paper. ‘Maybe if we had a decent murder to investigate, we wouldn’t mind puttin’ up with this . . .’ She stopped speaking and tried to remember the words the housekeeper had used.

‘Household management scheme,’ Smythe said, giving the girl a cheeky grin.

‘Cor blimey, Betsy,’ Wiggins protested. ‘Haven’t we had enough murders? A body could do with a bit of peace and quiet every now and again. Besides, it’s not right, wantin’ someone dead just so we can ’ave a bit of sport.’

‘I wasn’t sayin’ that,’ Betsy said defensively, her lovely cheeks flaming red. She appealed to Mrs Jeffries. ‘You know that’s not what I meant at all.’

‘Of course you didn’t,’ Mrs Jeffries said soothingly. Actually, she rather agreed with Betsy. Life was so much more interesting when they were digging about in one of the inspector’s cases. ‘Wiggins is merely teasing you. After all, you do go after him rather mercilessly at times.’

‘Only because the lad asks for it,’ Smythe put in. He reached over and cuffed the grinning footman on the head. ‘Always hangin’ about moonin’ over some girl . . .’

Wiggins’s various infatuations with the young females of London were legion.

‘Nonetheless,’ Mrs Jeffries said briskly, ‘you can’t blame him for wanting to get a bit of his own back.’

‘Hmmph,’ Mrs Goodge snorted again. ‘We only tease the ones we like,’ she muttered. ‘If we didn’t care for the boy, we wouldn’t say a word about all that silly poetry he writes for them girls.’

‘Me poems ain’t silly,’ Wiggins yelped. ‘Elsie Tanner told me that one I wrote her was the prettiest thing she’d ever heard.’

‘Heard?’ Smythe said. ‘Don’t you mean “read”.’

Wiggins shrugged. ‘Well, I had to read it to ’er meself.’

‘That’s “myself”,’ Mrs Jeffries corrected him quickly. She didn’t correct the other servants because their speech offended her; she corrected them so they could improve their lot in life. They were all highly intelligent, hardworking people, and the housekeeper was secretly determined that one day they’d have an opportunity to advance themselves. Inspector Witherspoon was the kindest of masters. He treated his servants as human beings rather than objects put on this earth to answer his every whim. Yet kind as he was, Mrs Jeffries harboured the hope that one day the younger servants would have to call no man master. One day they’d be master of their own fates.

‘Right,’ Wiggins said. ‘I had to read it to her myself. Elsie can’t read. But she said it were wonderful.’

‘She may have thought it were wonderful,’ Mrs Goodge said, ‘but that didn’t stop her from gettin’ engaged to Lady Cannonberry’s gardener.’

Smythe glanced at Wiggins. The footman dropped his gaze and stared at the tabletop as a blush crept up his cheeks. The lad was good-natured about their teasing but he was still raw over the subject of Elsie Tanner. Wiggins hadn’t been in love with the lass or anything like that, but he’d been smitten enough to get his feelings hurt bad when she up and got herself engaged to another bloke.

Smythe decided to change the subject. ‘Do you think we’ll be gettin’ somethin’ interestin’ to do soon?’ he asked the housekeeper.

Mrs Jeffries smiled sadly. ‘Not for a while, I’m afraid. You see, the inspector told me that the next murder that comes along goes to Inspector Nivens.’

‘Inspector Nivens?’ they all chorused at once.

‘But that’s daft!’ Mrs Goodge exclaimed.

‘Nivens couldn’t find a singer at a music hall, let alone catch a killer,’ Smythe charged.

‘He’s always lookin’ down his nose at people,’ Betsy said earnestly. ‘How can someone like that ever learn anything?’

‘Well, I think it’s about time that someone other than our inspector had to do it,’ Wiggins said. ‘It isn’t fair that he always gets stuck with the bad ones.’

‘Oh dear, sir,’ Mrs Jeffries said to Inspector Witherspoon as she ushered him into the drawing room, ‘you really shouldn’t have gone out. Not with that terrible cold.’

‘I didn’t have much choice, Mrs Jeffries,’ he replied as he settled himself in his favourite wing chair by the fireplace. He glanced around the normally cozy drawing room. ‘When one is summoned, one must go. I say, it’s a bit chilly in here. Why isn’t the fire going?’

‘I didn’t think you wanted one, sir,’ she replied calmly. ‘After you left this afternoon, I assumed that you wouldn’t be in here very long. Wiggins has laid a fire in your room, sir. Naturally, as you’ve instructed us to be more careful about our expenditures, I didn’t think you’d want to waste a bucket of coal to heat a room you’d only be sitting in for a few minutes.’

Witherspoon frowned slightly, but said nothing.

Mrs Jeffries firmly clamped down on the surge of hope welling up inside her as she poured the inspector a glass of sherry. She’d known when the inspector was summoned by the chief inspector earlier that afternoon that something important was happening, but she hadn’t dared let herself believe it might be another murder investigation. That’s why she hadn’t said anything to the others. She didn’t want to get their hopes up.

‘Here, sir.’ She handed him a glass of pale amber liquid. ‘This ought to take the chill off.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Jeffries,’ he replied absently as he took the glass from her fingers and raised it to his lips. As the liquid hit his tongue his eyes bulged. ‘I say, this doesn’t taste like our usual sherry?’

‘It’s not, sir,’ she said, giving him a placid smile. ‘You finished the last of your usual kind yesterday. Naturally, in accordance with your instructions to trim our spending, I ordered this brand. It’s Spanish, you know. Far less costly than Harvey’s. The wine merchant assured me it would do nicely. Now, sir, why don’t you tell me why you were summoned out of your sickbed today?’

Witherspoon tentatively took another sip. He grimaced. The wine merchant might say it would do nicely, he thought, but he wasn’t the one having to drink the ruddy stuff. Still, he couldn’t complain to Mrs Jeffries. She was only following his instructions.

‘Inspector?’ Mrs Jeffries prompted gently.

‘Ah, oh yes. Why was I summoned to the Yard.’ He laid his glass to one side. ‘Because of a murder, of course.’

Mrs Jeffries sat up straighter. ‘A murder?’

He nodded weakly and plucked his handkerchief out of his pocket. ‘I’m afraid so. Fellow by the name of Jake Randall was found floating in the Thames.’

‘Floating in the Thames,’ she repeated slowly, her mind working furiously. She knew that murder by drowning was difficult to prove, impossible really, unless there was an eyewitness or unless the body was marked in such a way as to rule out any other conclusion. She’d learned quite a bit living with her late husband, a police constable in Yorkshire for over twenty years. ‘How extraordinary. What makes the police think it’s murder and not an accidental drowning?’

The inspector sneezed so hard he didn’t hear the question. He pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose. ‘Uh, I say, Mrs Jeffries, what is Mrs Goodge cooking up for dinner tonight?’

‘Spring stew of veal and brown bread pudding,’ she answered quickly, knowing the inspector would be far more receptive to her questions once he knew he was going to be fed properly.

Witherspoon brightened considerably. ‘That’s one of my favourite dishes. One of my favourites.’ He tucked his hankie back in his pocket. ‘Now, what was that you asked?’

Betsy stuck her head in the drawing room. ‘Dinner’s served,’ she announced just as there was a knock on the front door.

‘Answer the door, Betsy,’ Mrs Jeffries said as she rose to her feet.

‘Odd time for someone to come calling,’ the inspector murmured. He was really quite hungry. He hoped he wasn’t being called out again. Surely they wouldn’t have found another corpse floating in the river. Even his luck wasn’t that bad.

Betsy returned a moment later. Inspector Nigel Nivens was right behind her. Mrs Jeffries stiffened. She didn’t like Inspector Nivens, and she was fairly certain he didn’t like her either.

He was a man of medium height, with dark-blond hair slicked straight back from his high forehead. His chin was weak, his grey eyes cold and shifty, and he was forever trying to figure out precisely how Inspector Witherspoon solved all those complicated murder cases.

Nivens flicked the housekeeper a brief, suspicious glance before turning to Inspector Witherspoon. ‘Good evening, Witherspoon,’ he said politely. ‘Mrs Jeffries.’ He acknowledged her presence with a slight nod. ‘I’m terribly sorry to barge in like this, but it’s imperative that I speak with you. It’s about that man they fished out of the Thames today. Jake Randall.’

‘You’re not barging in, dear fellow,’ Witherspoon said with a welcoming smile. ‘It’s nice to see you again.’

‘Should I ask Betsy to hold dinner?’ Mrs Jeffries asked softly. Really, sometimes she felt like shaking her employer. He was so very innocent. He didn’t have the slightest notion that Inspector Nivens thought he was a fool. Nivens’s sarcasm and innuendo rolled right off Inspector Witherspoon’s back.

Witherspoon’s brows rose. ‘I don’t think that will be necessary,’ he replied. ‘I’m sure that Inspector Nivens will dine with me.’ He looked hopefully at the other man. ‘Won’t you?’

Nivens smiled. ‘As long as it’s no trouble, I’d be delighted.’

‘It’s not a bit of trouble,’ the inspector assured him. ‘Come along, the dining room is through here,’ He led the way out of the room with Nivens trailing at his heels. Mrs Jeffries, sure that something was up because she knew good and well that Inspector Nivens hadn’t called around to inquire about her employer’s health, followed at a more cautious pace. But she was determined to find out why the odious man had come. If he was going to browbeat the inspector into giving up this case . . . well, she’d just have to take matters into her own hands.

She didn’t have to wait long. Just as the two men were entering the dining room, Witherspoon said, ‘I’m jolly sorry you’re not getting this case. I know how much you wanted a chance at a murder.’

‘I’m sorry, too. But circumstances being as they are, we’ve no choice in the matter.’ Nivens turned his head and saw her loitering in the hall. She gave him an innocent smile.

‘I knew the victim, you see,’ Nivens said when it was clear that Mrs Jeffries wasn’t going to be cowed. ‘And I’ve got some information I think will help with your investigation. Details, that sort of thing.’

‘Yes, I’m sure you’ll be most helpful,’ Witherspoon murmured. He really didn’t want to talk about murder while he ate his dinner. But obviously, Inspector Nivens felt it was important enough to come round personally. He was duty bound to listen attentively, even if his stomach was growling and his head was so stuffed he could barely think. He gestured toward the chair on his right and sat down. ‘Do sit down, Inspector.’

Mrs Jeffries heard Betsy coming up the backstairs with the main course. She turned and fairly flew down the hall.

‘Here,’ she hissed to the surprised maid, ‘I’ll serve. You nip back into the drawing room.’

‘What for?’ Betsy’s blue eyes mirrored her confusion. Serving dinner was one of her duties.

‘Because I want to know everything that Inspector Nivens says tonight, and I’m fairly certain he’ll take care not to say anything important while I’m in the room.’

‘What are you on about, Mrs J?’

‘Murder,’ she hissed. ‘If Nivens doesn’t see me hovering about the dining room, he’ll assume I’m eavesdropping by the door and he might close up tighter than a bank vault. Even worse, the odious little man might deliberately give the inspector the wrong information just so he can try to trap me. We can’t take that risk.’

Mrs Jeffries knew she wasn’t being her normal articulate self, but she was in a hurry. She was certain that Nigel Nivens suspected that Inspector Witherspoon’s ‘phenomenal success’ at solving murders was due to the fact that he had help. She was equally certain that he’d guessed precisely where that help had come from. But she didn’t have time to explain all this to Betsy right now.

‘You mean Nivens is onto us?’

‘Perhaps,’ she whispered. ‘And I want him to see me serving dinner. It might allay his suspicions. So I want you to go into the drawing room. If you huddle down behind that wing chair opposite the fireplace and put your ear to the wall, you can hear every word that’s being said in the dining room.’

‘You mean you want me to eavesdrop?’

‘Of course I want you to.’ The housekeeper took the platter out of the girl’s hand. ‘Murder’s been done and our inspector is on the case.’

She didn’t have to explain further. Betsy nodded and slipped down the hallway into the drawing room. Mrs Jeffries continued into the dining room.

Secure in the knowledge that Betsy was listening to every word, Mrs Jeffries calmly served dinner. She was aware that every time she entered the room, Nivens broke off and waited until she’d left before speaking again. She deliberately made as much noise as possible as she went back and forth between the kitchen and dining room. She clicked her heels loudly against the hallway floor, stomped up and down the steps hard enough to cause the banister to vibrate, and banged
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